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Abstract 

This study reports the number and percentage of students repeating grades in Louisiana 
public schools in the years of 1997-98 to 2000-01. The findings are grouped by grade, economic 
status, education classification, gender, and ethnicity. Grade retention trend and the impact of 
high stakes testing policy on student retention were discussed. 

Data for this report were obtained from the statewide student enrollment database SIS 
(Student Information System). Grade retention was determined by comparing student grade 
placement of the year to the previous year. Retention rate is the total number of students retained 
as the percentage of the total number of students enrolled in both the school year and the 
previous year or graduated from the previous year. 

The major findings are; 

• From 1997-98 to 1990-00, K-12 retention rates in Louisiana public schools rose from 7.5% 
(53,358) to 8.3% (57,361). The rate climbed to 10.7% (73,740) in 2000-01 when the LEAP 
21 test was used as a promotional standard for 4*'’ and 8*'’ grade students. 

• In 2000-01, the number of students retained more than tripled in 4*'’ grade (9,51 1, 17.1%) and 
8'*’ grade (10,856, 20.7%) as compared to the previous year. These sharp increases in 
retention rates reflect the impact of the high stakes testing policy on 4*'’ and 8*'’ grade 
students. 

• In 1999-00, grade 9 students were retained at the highest rate (15.7%), followed by grade 1 
(12.6 %), grade 7 (10.9%), and grade 10 (9.7%) The retention rates in these grades changed 
after the implementation of the high stakes testing policy. The 2000-01 data reveals that 
grade 8 (20.7%), grade 4 (17.1%), grade 9 (15.3%), and grade 1 (13.2%) had the highest 
retention rates. 

• Poverty is strongly associated with grade retention. Students receiving free lunch are almost 
twice as likely to be retained as students receiving reduced-price lunch or students not 
receiving any food services. 

• Students in special education programs were retained at a higher rate than students in a 
regular education program. Special education students receiving free lunch are most likely to 
be retained (17.5%) in 2000-01. 

• African American students were retained at a higher rate than students in other ethnic groups. 
Interestingly, Black students receiving reduced-price lunch had significantly lower retention 
rates than those on free lunch or those not receiving any food services in 2000-01. 

• Male students are more likely to be retained than female students. 
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Introduction 



Grade retention is an interesting educational issue. Over the last century, grade retention 
has acted like a pendulum swinging back and forth with each educational reform movement. 
Each time there was a call for higher student achievement, grade retention rates went up. With 
the most recent student and school accountability initiatives, grade retention enters another 
swing. 



In his 1999 State of the Union address, former President Clinton proposed ‘ending social 
promotion’ and greater expectation to student performance. So far, seven states including 
Louisiana have adopted high stakes testing policies, which use test score as standards to track, 
promote, and graduate students. Starting 1999-00, Louisiana public school students in fourth and 
eighth grades need to get passing scores on a state- wide test (LEAP for the 21®‘ Century 
;LEAP21) to be promoted. 

The impact of the high stakes testing policy on retention in grades 4 and 8, as well as 
other grades needs to be assessed. To inform the public, educators and policy makers on the 
magnitude of student retention in the state and assess the effects of the high-stakes testing policy, 
the Louisiana Department of Education conducted its first retention study. In using data 
collected through the Student Information System (SIS), this study established four years of 
retention rates from 1997-98 to 2000-01 for students enrolled in grades K-12 in Louisiana public 
schools. 

This paper reports the methodology and findings of this study. The number and 
percentage of students retained in the state in the years from 1997-98 to 2000-01 are presented. 
The retention rates were analyzed by grade, economic status, education classification, gender, 
and ethnicity. Retention trend in the years of prior to (from 1997-98 to 1999-00) and after 
(2000-01) the implementation of the high-stakes testing policy was discussed. 



Methodology 

In this study, grade-level retention was defined as a student repeating a grade from one 
year to the next. The data sources for this study are five years of student enrollment records 
collected through the Student Information System (SIS) from 1996-97 to 2000-01. The grade 
displayed in the last or the most recent enrollment entry record in the previous year was used to 
match the grade placement as displayed in the first entry record in the year of study. Students 
who had the same grade placement in two consecutive years were determined as retained. 

Retention rate was calculated by dividing the total number of students retained by the 
total number of students included in the study, then multiplied by 100. The numerator, total 
number of students retained, included students enrolled in the previous year and repeated grade 
in the year of study in Louisiana public schools. The denominator included students who 
enrolled in grades K-12 in Louisiana public schools in the previous year, and continued to enroll 
as a graded student in the following school year or graduated in the previous school year. 
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Students who enrolled in grades other than K-12 in the previous year, and those who dropped out 
or left to transfer out-of-state, attend private school or home schools were not included in this 
study. 



Findings 



Trends in Grade Retention 

Over the three years from 1997-98 to 1999-00, retention rates in Louisiana public schools 
increased from 7.5% (53,358) to 8.3% (57,361) in 1999-00. With the adoption of the LEAP 21 
test as a statewide promotional standard, the percentage of students retained climbed to 10.7% 
(73,740) in 2000-01. As shown in Table 1, approximately one out of 10 students enrolled in 
grades K-12 in Louisiana public schools in 1999-00 was retained in 2000-01. Over 20,000 more 
students were retained in 2000-01 compared to four years ago in 1997-98. 



Insert Table 1 about here 



Retention by Grade 

Retention rates vary greatly between grades. Figure 1 displays the percentage of students 
retained in each grade over the four years from 1997-98 to 2000-01. A consistent grade retention 
pattern was shown in the three years prior to the use of the high stakes testing standards. 

Students in 9'*’ grade retained at the highest rate (average about 16.4%). Grades Kindergarten, 

L', 7'*’, and lO'*’ also have relatively high retention rates. On the other hand, fourth and eighth 
grades retained relatively lower percentage of students in the three years, with an average of 
5.0% in 4'*’ grade and 6% in 8'*’ grade. 

However, the retention pattern changed in 2000-01. The percentages of students retained in 
4'*’ and 8'*’ grades were more than three times higher than they were in the previous years. As 
shown in Table l,atotal of9,511 (17.1%) 4'*’ graders and 10,856 (20.7%) of 8'*’ graders were 
repeating grades in 2000-01. Comparing to 1997-98, over 7,000 more students retained in both 
4‘" and 8'*’ grades. In addition, there was an increase in the proportion of students retained in all 
other K-8 grades, but at a lesser degree. Grades of 9, 1, and 7 continued to have relatively higher 
retention rates. 



Insert Figure 1 about here 
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Grade Retention By Economic Standing 

Poverty has a strong association with grade retention. Economically disadvantaged 
students have higher retention rates than students who are not economically disadvantaged. As 
seen in Table 2, students receiving free-price lunch were almost twice as likely to be retained 
than those receiving reduced-price lunch or not receiving any food support. Students with free 
lunch were retained at a rate average about 10.2% over the three years from 1997-98 to 1999-00, 
in comparison to 6% for those on reduced-price lunch and 6.1% for those not receiving any food 
subsidizes. Interestingly, even though students receiving reduced-price lunch have lower family 
income than students not receiving any food services, there was no noticeable differences in the 
retention rates between the two groups of students. 



Insert Table 2 about here 



Grade Retention By Education Classification 

The proportion of students retained also differs between educational programs. Students 
in special education programs were retained at a higher rate than those in regular education 
programs. Table 3 shows that special education students were retained at a rate of 1 1 .2% in 
1999-00 and 15.6% in 2000-01, while regular education students were retained at 8.1% and 
10.5% in the two years. Very low percentage of students participating gifted or talented 
programs were retained. 



Insert Table 3 about here 



Grade Retention By Gender 

Gender differences in grade retention are apparent as shown in Table 4. Male students were 
more likely to be retained than female students. As a four-year average in all grades, one out of 
10 (10.4%) males was retained, in comparison to a retention rate of 6.9% among female students 
Similar gender gap was also found among 4*’’ and 8*’’ grades, however, the gap is very small 
among the 8*'’ graders (less than 1 .0%) 



Insert Table 4 about here 
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Grade Retention By Ethnicity 

Retention rates vary among students with different ethnic backgrounds. Black students 
had higher retention rates than other ethnic students. On average, Black students were retained 
at 1 1.4% across the four years, while White students were retained at 6.2%. The high stakes 
testing policy also has a greater impact on Blacks than on other ethnic groups. As displayed in 
Table 5 and 6, Black students had a greater increase in the percentage of students retained (20% 
in 4*'’ grade and 25% in 8'*’ grade) from 1999-00 to 2000-01. Three times more Black 4'*’ graders 
and four times more 8'*’ Black graders were retained in 2000-01. In addition, Hispanic and 
American Indian students also had relatively higher retention rates than White and Asian 
students. 



Insert Table 5 and 6 about here 



Conclusions 



Grade retention rates are on a rise in Louisiana public schools. The number of students 
retained has increased from 53,358 (7.5%) in 1997-98 to 73,740 (10.7%) in 2000-01. Over 
20,000 more students were retained in 2000-01 than three years ago in 1997-98. The high stakes 
testing policy had a big impact on the number and percentage of students retained in the state, 
especially 4'" and 8'*’ grades. Retention rates in both grades have more than tripled in 2000-01 
than the previous year. In 2000-01, nearly one out of 5 students enrolled in 4'*’ or 8'*’ grades in 
1999-00 is repeating grades this year. 

Prior to the use of high stakes testing standards, ninth grade had the highest percentage of 
students retained among all grades. First and tenth grades also had relatively higher retention 
rates. Grade retention is related to certain student characteristics. Students who are 
economically disadvantaged are twice as likely to be retained. Special education students are 
more likely to be retained than regular education students. Male students are retained at higher 
percentages than female students. Ethnic minority students especially Black students are more 
likely to be retained. 

The sharp increases in the number and percentage of students retained in 4'*’ and 8'*’ 
grades may suggest that the promotional standards used in the past are lower than the testing 
standards adopted in 1999-00. Future findings in grade retention rates in the next few years will 
serve as a good indicator to assess the accountability system and educational programs 
implemented in the state. 
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Table 1. 1997-98 To 2000-01 K-12 Grade-Level Retention Rates In Louisiana Public Schools 
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Table 2. K*12 Grade-Level Retention Rates By Economic Status 
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Table 3. K*12 Grade-Level Retention Rates By Education Classification 
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Table 4. K-12 Grade-Level Retention Rates By Gender And Ethnicity 
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Table 5. Grade Retention Rates In 4th Grade By Gender And Ethnicity 
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Table 6. Grade Retention Rates In 8th Grade By Gender And Ethnicity 
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Figure 1. Retention Rates By Grade 
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